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(54) Metallization of ceramics through application of an adherent reducible layer 



(57) The present invention provides improved tech- 
niques for metallizing ceramic substrates. The method 
comprises providing a ceramic substrate (20) and de- 
positing a layer of reducible material (30) on the ceramic 
substrate. The layer of reducible material includes a re- 
ducible ceramic such as copper oxide. The ceramic sub- 
strate having the layer of reducible material disposed 
thereon is heated and the reducible material is contacted 
with a reducing agent to create a conductive region. The 
conductive region is either a metallized region formed by 
reduction, or It is a conductive ceramic formed through 



surface reduction. The present invention further provides 
a metallized ceramic substrate. The metallized layer 
comprises ceramic regions (40) having at least one con- 
stituent in common with the ceramic substrate. The ce- 
ramic substrate and the ceramic regions of the metal- 
lized layer are sintered to each other such that the met- 
allized region (42) is interspersed between the sintered 
ceramic regions. In this fashion, the metal is firmly held 
. to the ceramic substrate due to the presence of the bond- 
ed ceramic within the metallized layer. 
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Description 

Field Of The Invention 

The present invention relates to metallization ot ce- 
ramics and, more particularly, to forming conductive re- 
gions on ceramic surfaces through the application of a 
reducible layer of material followed by a reduction treat- 
ment. 

Background 

Surface metallization, especially patterned metalli- 
zation, of ceramic substrate materials is important for 
many electrical applications such as inductors (e.g., 
magnetic ferrites), capacitors and piezoelectric devices 
(e.g.. titanate ceramics), and hybrid integrated circuit 
(HIC) substrates (e.g., alumina). Adhesion of the metal- 
lized layer to the ceramic is critical for ensuring reliability 
and high performance in the resultant devices. 

Generally, ceramic metallization processes fall into 
three categories: thin-film, thick-film, and co-firing tech- 
niques. In the thin film approach, a thin layer of metal is 
deposited by vacuum processes such as sputtering, 
evaporation, chemical vapor deposition, and laser abla- 
tion. Eiectroless and electrolytic plating are also fre- 
quently grouped in the thin film category. To enhance ad- 
hesion, a preliminary adhesion-promoting layer, such as 
chromium or titanium, is often deposited. 

Thick film methods involve printing metal pastes, 
typically metal powders mixed with glass frits and organ- 
ic binders onto ceramic substrates. The printed sub- 
strates are fired to form conductive paths on the ceramic. 
In the co-firing approach, unfired "green" ceramic surfac- 
es are coated with patterned metal paste lines. The print- 
ed green ceramic is fired both to sinter the material and 
form the conductive metal patterns. 

These processes have several disadvantages. Thin 
film techniques such as sputtering and electron-beam 
evaporation require vacuum deposition equipment. 
Thick film and co-firing methods generally employ pre- 
cious metals such as silver and/or palladium. High tem- 
perature processing causes dimensional changes and 
can create stresses due to differing coefficients of ther- 
mal expansion tor printed substrates containing dissim- 
ilar materials. 

An alternative to the above techniques Is disclosed 
in co-pending U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 
08/268.487 (Docket No. Jin 65), assigned to the instant 
assignee, the disclosure of which is incorporated by ref- 
erence herein. In this application, the surface of a ceram- 
ic substrate Is metallized through exposure to a gaseous 
reducing agent, such as a hydrogen-containing gas mix- 
ture. While this method provides adherent metallized re- 
gions, the ceramic substrate itself must be capable of 
reduction at practical temperatures, thus limiting the se- 
lection of substrate materials. 

In view of the difficulties associated with convention- 
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al metallization processes, there is need in the art for 
simple, low-temperature processes to create conductive 
paths on ceramic substrates, preferably without the need 
•to further plate a conductive layer. More particularly. 
5 there is a need in the art to create adherent metallization 
on ceramics to define circuit elements and magnetk: 
component elements for electrical devices. 

Summary Of The Invention 

10 

The present Invention provides improved tech- 
niques for metallizing ceramic substrates, particularly, 
ceramic substrates employed in the manufacture of elec- 
trical devices. The method comprises providing a ceram- 

is ic substrate and depositing a layer of reducible material 
on the ceramic substrate. The layer of reducible material 
Includes a reducible ceramic such as copper oxide. The 
ceramic substrate having the layer of reducible material 
disposed thereon is heated and the reducible material is 

20 contacted with a reducing agent to create a conductive 
region. The conductive region is either a metallized re- 
gion formed by reduction, or it is a conductive ceramic 
formed through surface reduction. Following the reduc- 
tion treatment, the ceramic substrate is cooled. 

2S The present invention further relates to an electrical 
device having a metallized ceramic portion comprising a 
ceramic substrate with a metallized layer disposed on 
the ceramic substrate. The metallized layer comprises 
ceramic regions having at least one constituent in com- 

30 man with the ceramic substrate. The ceramic substrate 
and the ceramic regions of the metallized layer are sin- 
tered to each other such that the metallized region is in- 
terspersed between the sintered ceramic regions. In this 
fashion, the metal is fimnly held to the ceramic substrate 

35 due to the presence of the bonded ceramic within the 
metallized layer. 

Brief Description Of The Drawings 

40 FIG. 1 A is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a ce- 
ramic substrate coated with a patterned layer of reduci- 
ble material. 

FIG. 1 B Is a schematic, cross-sectbnal view of a ce- 
ramic substrate coated with a patterned layer of reduci- 
45 ble material . 

FIG. 2 A is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a 
multilayer ceramic structure with reducible material ap- 
plied on two exterior surfaces. 

FIG. 2B is a schematic, cross-sectional view of a 
multilayer ceramic structure with reducible material ap- 
plied on a surface, in a via hole, and In interior layers. 

FIG. 3 Is a schematic, cross-sectional view of an ad- 
herent metallization structure following reduction treat- 
ment. 

5S FIG. 4 is a perspective view of a ferrite inductor hav- 
ing a helical inductor path formed according to the 
present invention. 
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Detaiied Descrfption 

Turning now to the drawings in detail. FIG. 1A illus- 
trates a ceramic structure 10 comprising a ceramic sub- 
strate 20 having a patterned layer 30 o1 reducible mate- 
rial disposed thereon. As used herein, the term "sub- 
strate" encompasses any layer of ceramic material used 
to support the reducible material of the present invention. 
As such, the temi "substrate" includes, but is not limited 
to, circuit substrates, individual layers of circuit sub- 
strates, ceramic packages, and ceramic device ele- 
ments (e.g., magnetic component core materials, piezo- 
electric component portions). Optionally, in addition to 
reducible material layer 30, ceramic substrate 20 in- 
cludes previously metallized regions or circuit compo- 
nents. Ceramic substrate 20 is selected from any ceram- 
ic material with exemplary substrates including alumina, 
ferrites (e.g., nickel-zinc ferrites and manganese-zinc 
ferrites), and silicon nitride. The ceramic substrate is pro- 
vided in either the sintered or unsintered "green" state. 

Reducible material layer 30 is typically applied in the 
form of slurry through any known technique including, 
but not limited to, screen printing, spray coating through 
a mask, and slurry ink writing. The thickness of the as-de- 
posited layer is on the order of 0.001 to 0.050 inch. While 
FIG. 1 A illustrates layer 30 as a pattemed layer, the layer 
of reducible material can optionally be formed as a con- 
tinuous layer on substrate 20. In addition to the reducible 
material, a metal-containing paste may also be printed 
on part of the substrate surface. This is especially desir- 
able tor layers which are to be buried inside a multilayer 
structure where reduction may not always be conven- 
ient. 

The reducible nraterial 30 is typically deposited on 
the surface of ceramic substrate 20. Alternatively, as il- 
lustrated in FIG. 1 B. the reducible nDaterial 30 is depos- 
ited within recessed portions 22 of substrate 20. Such 
recessed portions are formed in an exemplary embodi- 
ment through multilayer ceramic processing techniques 
by forming apertured ceramic layers corresponding to re- 
cessed portion 22 and laminating these layers with con- 
tinuous ceramic layers in the green state to create the 
substrate. Advantageously, the configuration of FIG. 1B 
results in a metallized substrate having a planar surface. 

As illustrated in FIG. 2A. a configuration of reducible 
material is used to form multilayer ceramic structures. In 
FIG. 2A, the reducible material 30 creates patterned ex- 
terbr surfaces. The structure of FIG. 2A is formed 
through the laminatbn of two substrate layers 20. As 
shown in FIG. 28, lamination of plural layers creates 
more complex muftilayer ceramic structures. I n the struc- 
ture of FIG . 28, a via hole conducting path 34 is produced 
by coating the interior of aperture 32 with reducible ma- 
terial 30. Buried conductors 36 are created by forming 
surface patterns from the reducible material or from con- 
ductive metal pastes. Following lamination of the individ- 
ual patterned layers, gaps 38 remain, permitting gase- 
ous reducing agents to penetrate through the multilayer 



structure. The ceramic structures of FIG. 2A and 28 can 
be constructed in accordance with multilayer ceramic 
processing techniques such as those of U.S. Patent No. 
5,239.744, the disclosure of which is incorporated herein 
5 by reference. 

The reducible material is generally formed as slurry 
comprising reducible ceramic powder, binder, and carrier 
liquid. The reducible ceramic powder comprises a ce- 
ramic material, typically an oxide, which is preferentially 

10 reducible over the material of the ceramic substrate. Ex- 
emplary reducible ceramic powders include copper ox- 
ides such as CuO and nickel oxides such as NiO. Slurries 
including copper oxide on alumina substrates are exem- 
plary reducible material/substrate systems. The reduci- 

is ble material can also be selected from multicomponent 
(e.g., binary, ternary, or higher order) ceramic materials 
in which one or more constituents are reducible. Al- 
though the reducible layer is generally a reducible ce- 
ramic slurry, it is noted that any material which is prefer- 

20 entially reducible over the ceramic substrate can be ap- 
plied as layer 30 in any convenient form. 

To improve the adhesion of layer 30 to ceramic sub- 
strate 20, a mixed ceramic slurry is employed comprising 
both the reducible ceramic powder and a nonreducible 

2S ceramic powder. By 'nonreducible' it is meant that the 
powder remains essentially as a ceramic (approximately 
greaterthan 90% by volume) when the reducible ceramic 
powder is reduced to metal or to a conductive ceramic 
(approximately greater than 50% volume) lor a given 

30 temperature and time. To further enhance adhesion of 
the layer 30 to the substrate, the nonreducible ceramic 
powder is selected to Include at least one component of 
the substrate ceramic. For example, if an alumina sub- 
strate is to be metallized, the reducible material layer is 

35 formed from a slurry which includes Ai203 powder as 
well as a reducible ceramic powder such as NiO or CuO. 
When using a multicomponent ceramic substrate such 
as nickel-zinc ferrite, the reducible material includes, 
along with the reducible ceramic powder, either the nick- 

40 el-zinc ferrite powder itself or any combination of the con- 
stituents: FegOa, NiO, and ZnO. 

The amount of nonreducible ceramic powder em- 
ployed in reducible layer 30 is adjusted by decreasing 
the amount ot reducible ceramic powder. When desiring 

45 to produce high conductivity in layer 30, a larger volume 
of reducible ceramic powder is employed while for en- 
hanced adhesion, a higher volume of nonreducible ce- 
ramic is used. If a high conductivity metal layer such as 
copper or nickel is to be further deposited upon layer 30, 

so larger amounts of nonreducible ceramic material can be 
employed. An exemplary amount of nonreducible ce- 
ramic used in layer 30 is in the range of 5-70% by volume, 
typically 20-50% by volume. 

By using a slurry which includes a nonreducible ce- 

55 ramie material, particularly a substrate component ma- 
terial, layer 30 is more adherently bonded to the sub- 
strate through the affinity of the substrate component 
material for the substrate. The structure produced by the 
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fired and reduced slurry layer includes ceramic regions 
. sintered to the substrate material with metallized regions 
intersper: : between the sintered ceramic regions. The 
metal is f:> y held to the substrate due to the preseoce 
of bondec ceramic regions having an irregular configu- 
ration, thereby providing a large surface area for metal 
adhesion. 

Use of a non-reducible ceramic powder having a 
composition the same as or similar to that of the sub- 
strate is particularly advantageous since there is minimal 
danger of affecting the substrate compositbn during 
heating, e.g., by interdiffusion of the layers. Additionally, 
stresses due to mismatched coefficients of thermal ex- 
pansion for dissimilar materials are minimized for such 
layer combinations. 

Following deposition of layer 30, the ceramic struc- 
ture 10 is heated. When layer 30 is formed from a slurry, 
the heating partially or fully sinters the ceramic powders. 
Heating is generally carried out at a temperature higher 
than a homologous temperature of approximately 0.7 of 
the melting temperature of the ceramic substrate mate- 
rial. By "homologous melting temperature" it is meant the 
melting temperature of the ceramic material in Kelvins. 
For many ceramic materials used in electronic applica- 
tions: this translates to a range of approximately 
800-1 eOO'^C. When substrate 20 is provided in the green 
state and layer 30 is a ceramic slurry, the degree of sin- 
tering should be sufficient to density the substrate and 
layer 30 but insufficient to cause excessive mixing of lay- 
er 30 and substrate 20. Sintering times are determined 
experimentally since they are dependent upon the proc- 
ess conditions (e.g., temperature) and material combi- 
nations of layers 20 and 30 as well as the particle size, 
volume fraction of binder, and other material properties 
of the substrate and the reducible material layer. 

The sintering process bonds the ceramic slurry layer 
30 to ceramic substrate 20. To render layer 30 conduc- 
tive, a reduction treatment is performed by contacting 
layer 30 with a gaseous reducing agent. Exemplary re- 
ducing agents are gaseous reducing agents including, 
but not limited to, hydrogen, forming gas (a mixture of 
hydrogen and nitrogen or hydrogen and an inert gas), 
ammonia, mixtures of hydrogen and H2O, and mixtures 
of carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide. Advantageous- 
ly, by using the latter two mixtures, the partial pressure 
of oxygen (as renrraved from the reducible material layer) 
can be precisely regulated, enabling greater control of 
the reduction process. 

Depending upon the material selected for the reduc- 
ible material layer and the conditions of the reducing 
treatment, the reducible material is made conductive ei- 
ther by conversion to metal or to a conductive non-me- 
tallic material such as a conductive ceramic. 

Because different materials have different thermo- 
dynamics and kinetics of reduction in various reducing 
environments, the time, temperature and composition of 
the reducing agent Is determined experimentally. When 
layer 30 is formed on a Nio.42no.6^Q2.o04 substrate from 
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a ceramic slurry employing CuO as the reducible mate- 
rial with nickel-zinc ferrite (NiO, Fe203, and ZnO) as the 
substrate component materials, a reduction treatment in 
•flowing hydrogen at 250-300*C for 0.5 to 2 hours is suf- 

s ficient to substantially reduce the CuO to metallic copper. 
Since the rate of reduction of the nickel-zinc ferrite is 
much lower, the nickel-zinc ferrite adhesion-promoting 
material, and the nickel-zinc ferrite substrate to which it 
is sintered, are substantially unaffected. Reduction is 

10 performed until layer 30 has an electrical resistivity of be- 
low 5000 micro-ohm-cm, with resistivities of below 200 
m«ro-ohm-cm and below 1 0 micro-ohm-cm being exem- 
plary. The conductivity of the as-reduced layer can be 
nnade to be sufficiently high for use as circuit metalliza- 
tion without the need for further plating of conductive 
metals. 

FIG. 3 schematically illustrates the metallized struc- 
ture formed from the CuO-nlckelzInc ferrite slurry/hick- 
el-zinc ferrite ceramic structure following hydrogen re- 

20 duction. Within layer 30 are regions 40 of sintered nick- 
el-zinc ferrite, portions of which are sintered to nickelzinc 
ferrite substrate 20. Regions 42 are copper metal formed 
by the reduction of CuO. The irregular surfaces provided 
by sintered nickel-zinc ferrite regions 40 provide sub- 

2S structure to firmly adhere copper regions 42 to substrate 
30. 

Following the reduction treatment, a further layer of 
metal plating is optionally performed on layer 30. This is 
particularly desirable when the reduction process has 

30 been used to render layer 30 conductive, but has not 
completely metallized the reducible material. Metal plat- 
ing Is also desirable when using a slowly reducing ma- 
terial as the reducible ceramic or when large amounts of 
current must be carried by the metallization. In this metal 

35 plating process, a layer of high conductivity metal such 
as copper or nickel is deposited, depicted as layer 50 in 
FIG. 3. Because layer 30 is rendered conductive through 
the reduction treatment, metal deposition can be per- 
formed using electroplating. Chemical methods such as 

40 electroless deposition are also used to fonn layer 50. Op- 
tionally, during metal plating, some portions of layer 30 
can be blocked from deposition through appropriate 
techniques. 

The processes of the present Invention are used In 
45 the formation of a variety of electrical devices. Exemplary 
applications include circuit path metallization for planar 
and three-dimensional configurations. A three-dimen- 
sional inductor metallization structure is illustrated in 
FIG. 4. Inductor 60 is formed from a helical winding com- 
50 prising top and bottom winding portions 62 and 66 and 
side winding portions 64. The helical winding surrounds 
a portbn of the ferrite substrate 70 which acts as the in- 
ductor core. A CuO/ferrite slurry is used to form the hel- 
ical winding by screen-printing, spray coating through a 
55 mask, or ink writing on each of the four sides to form the 
coil portions. 

The inventive methods can also be used to form a 
ferrite power module structure as described in co-pend- 
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ing U.S. Application 08/268,465 to Fleming et aL (Docket 
• No. Fleming 8) the disclosure of which is incorporated 
by reference herein. In this application, the ferrite sub- 
strate, in addition to toVming the*core for magnetic com- 
ponents such as inductors and transformers, acts as a 5 
substrate for other circuit elements of a power module, 
substantially reducing the profile of the device. 

While the foregoing invention has been described in 
term of the above detailed embodiments, it will be readily 
apparent to those skilled in the art that varbus additions io 
and changes can be made. Accordingiy. modifications 
such as those suggested above, but not limited thereto, 
are considered to be within the scope of the claimed in- 
vention. 



7. A method according to claim 1 , CHARACTERISED 
IN THAT the conductive region is a metallized 

region. 

8. An electrical device including a metallized portion 
CHARACTERISED BY: 

a ceramic substrate (20); 

a metallized layer disposed on the ceramic 
substrate (30), the metallized layer comprising 
ceramic regions (40) having at least one constituent 
in common with the ceramic substrate, the ceramic 
substrate and the ceramic regions of the metallized 
layer being sintered to each other such that the met- 
allized region (42) is Interspersed between the sin- 
tered ceramic regions. 



Claims 

1. A method for manufacturing an electrical device 
comprising a conductive region, CHARACTERISED 20 
BY THE STEPS OF: 

providing a ceramic substrate; 

depositing a layer including reducible material 
on the ceramic substrate, the reducible material 
comprising a reducible ceramic; 2S 

heating the ceramic substrate having the layer 
of reducible material disposed thereon; 

contacting at least a portion of the reducible 
material with a gaseous reducing agent to create a 
conductive region; and 30 

cooling the ceramic substrate having a con- 
ductive region disposed thereon. 



9. An electrical device including a metallized portion 
according to claim 8, further CHARACTERISED BY: 

a metal layer (50) for example formed by elec- 
troplating or electroless deposition, and disposed on 
said metallized layer. 

10. An electrical device according to claim 8, CHARAC- 
TERISED IN THAT the metallized layer forms the 
helk:al windings of a component selected from 
inductors and transformers. 



2. A method according to claim 1 CHARACTERISED 
IN THAT the deposited layer includes either at least 3S 
one nonreducible component used in the ceramic 
substrate, or a nonreducible material having the 
same composition as the ceramic substrate. 



3. A method according to claim 2, CHARACTERI SED 40 
IN THAT the gaseous reducing agent includes 
hydrogen. 

4. A method according to claim 1 CHARACTERISED 

IN THAT the reducible ceramic is an oxide-based 45 
ceramic, for example a copper oxide. 

5. A method according to claim 1 . CHARACTERISED 
IN THAT the ceramic substrate is provided in the 
unfired state, or is formed from a plurality of layers, so 
each layer having a pattern of reducible material 
formed on an exterior surface thereof. 



6. A method according to claim 5. CHARACTERISED 
I N THAT prior to reducing the reducible material the ss 
ceramic substrate and the layer of reducible material 
are co-fired to sinter the ceramic substrate and the 
layer of reducible material. 
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(54) Metallization of ceramics through application of an adherent reducible layer 



(57) The present invention provides improved tech- 
niques for metallizing ceramic substrates. The method 
comprises providing a ceramic substrate (20) and de- 
positing a layer of reducible material (30) on the ceramic 
substrate. The layer of reducible rhateriat includes a re- 
ducible ceramic such as copper oxide. The ceramic sub- 
strate having the layer of reducible material disposed 
thereon is heated and the reducible material is contact- 
ed with a reducing agent to create a conductive region. 
The conductive region is either a metallized region 



formed by reduction, or it is a conductive ceramic formed 
through surface reduction. The present inventbn further 
provides a metallized ceramic substrate. The metallized 
layer comprises ceramic regions (40) having at least 
one constituent in common with the ceramic substrate. 
The ceramic substrate and the ceramic regions of the 
metallized layer are sintered to each other such that the 
metallized region (42) is interspersed between the sin- 
tered ceramic regions. In this fashion, the metal is firmly 
held to the ceramic substrate due to the presence of the 
bonded ceramic within the metallized layer. 
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